Effects of childhood respiratory diseases on the anatomical and functional development of the respiratory system.
The anatomical and functional development of the lung appears especially vulnerable to a whole range of insults during gestation and the first few years of life. A significant proportion of adult lung disease originates in utero or early infancy. Most publications on this topic are descriptive retrospective studies. An important limitation of these is that structural changes may precede abnormalities in lung function and development of symptoms. Little is known with certainty with respect to the long-term effects of early insults to the respiratory system. Furthermore, the reversibility of the functional and/or structural defects is hardly ever adequately investigated and it is probably not correct to extrapolate findings from adult studies to paediatric pulmonary diseases. Promoting or facilitating optimal lung growth in fetuses and infants and reducing the incidence of lower respiratory tract infection in infancy may reduce the incidence of adult chronic lung disease in generations to come.